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Notable Notes
Marie Antoinette Syndrome
MarieAntoinette syndromedesignates thecon-
dition in which scalp hair suddenly turns
white. The name alludes to the unhappy
Queen Marie Antoinette of France (1755-
1793),whose hair allegedly turnedwhite the
night before her last walk to the guillotine
during the French Revolution. She was 38
years old when she died. Although the ac-
tual incidence is rare, this stigmatizing phe-
nomenon, which has captured storytellers’
imagination like few other afflictions, oc-
curs to protagonists as a sign of grave sor-
row in religious texts as early as the Tal-
mud.History also records that the hair of the
English martyr Sir Thomas More (1478-
1535) turned white overnight in the Tower
of London before his execution.Moremod-
ern accounts refer to the turningwhite of hair
in survivors of bomb attacks during World
War II. In 1957, an American dermatolo-
gist witnessed a 63-year-old man’s hair turn white over several weeks after he had fallen down some stairs. The patient noticed
loss of hair but no bald patches and 17 months later had extensive vitiligo.1 The term canities subita has also been used for this
disorder.2,3 Today, the syndrome is interpreted as an acute episode of diffuse alopecia areata in which the very sudden “over-
night” graying is caused by the preferential loss of pigmented hair in this supposedly immune-mediated disorder.4 This obser-
vation has led some experts to hypothesize that the autoimmune target in alopecia areata may be related to the melanin pig-
ment system.5
A 54-year-old woman presented with a single circular hairless patch of alopecia areata (Figure, A, X) that had developed
shortly before the photograph shown in Figure, A, was taken. Although she was successfully treated with topical steroids
(betamethasone with dimethyl sulfoxide), her entire scalp hair suddenly turned white within a few weeks (Figure, B). She
was completely healthy, allegedly did not notice any loss of hair during the change of color, and underwent no frightful
experience. In conclusion, the mystery still shrouding this rare syndrome has yet to be explained.
X
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Figure. A, Singular patch of alopecia areata on the left parietal side (X) of the patient’s scalp.
B, Total canities. The time lapse between A and B was 6 months (normal photodocumentation
interval).
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